The Pathway to Greatness (Matthew 5:19)

With the rise of evolutionary thought there has been a great shift in what is considered moral and immoral, what is considered good and bad. Behavior that was just twenty years ago considered to be wrong is now embraced right. There has been such an assault on Judeo-Christian morality that one is reminded of the prophet Isaiah, “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter” (Isa 5:20)! In this country biblical morality has been rejected to the extent that anyone who considers abortion to be a sin runs the risk of being labeled a right-wing extremist by the government. There is also, in the near future, going to be a push to revoke the tax exempt status for any church that would consider homosexuality a sin.

There has also been a rejection by the church of God’s moral law. For example let me share with you one difference in the 1964 Baptist Faith and Message and the 2000 Baptist Faith and Message. The 1964 BFM article VIII reads this way, “The first day of the week is the Lord's Day. It is a Christian institution for regular observance. It commemorates the resurrection of Christ from the dead and should be employed in exercises of worship and spiritual devotion, both public and private, and by refraining from worldly amusements, and resting from secular employments, work of necessity and mercy only being excepted.” Now compare that with the 2000 BFM, “The first day of the week is the Lord's Day. It is a Christian institution for regular observance. It commemorates the resurrection of Christ from the dead and should include exercises of worship and spiritual devotion, both public and private. Activities on the Lord's Day should be commensurate with the Christian's conscience under the Lordship of Jesus Christ.” Which version encourages a closer adherence to the fourth commandment?

Christians have misinterpreted Paul’s statement, “You are not under law but under grace” (Rom 6:14) and used it as an excuse to sin. In every sector of society there has been a definite push, as the Psalmist wrote, “The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take counsel together, against the LORD and against his anointed, saying, ‘Let us burst their bonds apart and cast away their cords from us” (Ps 2:2-3). We will try to answer the questions, “What is the Christian’s relationship to the law?” and “What is the Christian’s pathway to greatness?”

I.
Relationship to the law (Matt 5:17-19)

We must first affirm the importance of the law of God. Jesus said He had come not to abolish it but to fulfill the law. “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matt 5:17). He fulfilled the judicial and ceremonial aspects of God’s law by His death on Calvary’s cross. He fulfilled the moral law of God by His perfect obedience to every command. Remember, He did not obey the Jewish leaders’ traditions but God’s Word. 

Further He stated the eternality and reliability of the Word of God. “For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Matt 5:18). The Bible is God breathed; every dot, every letter, every word, every verb tense. Therefore it is reliable; every prophecy, promise and warning will be fulfilled. We can stake our eternal souls on the accuracy of this Book.

Jesus goes on to say, “Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 5:19). Our standing in heaven is somehow connected to our relationship with the Word of God. So the question naturally arises what does the law of God have to do with the Christian?


A.
Broken relationships

There are three ways, we’ve already touched on, in which the Christian has a broken relationship to the law of God. First, the Christian is not responsible to the ceremonial aspect of God’s law. Second, the Christian is not responsible for the judicial aspect of God’s law. Third, the Christian is not under the eternal penalty of God’s law.



1.
Ceremonial law (Eph 2:11-16)

Jesus perfectly fulfilled all the Old Testament types contained in the ceremonial law. He was the Passover Lamb. He is the great high priest. His perfect life and death was the perfect fulfillment of the whole. “Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called ‘the uncircumcision’ by what is called the circumcision, which is made in the flesh by hands—remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing the law of commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility” (Eph 2:11-16).



2.
Judicial law (Matt 21:33-44; Rom 11:26)

Israel’s rejection of her King led to their national rejection as God’s light bearer in the world. With the birth of the church national Israel was set aside. Some believe that in the future God will once again restore national Israel and others believe that Israel’s rejection by God is final. This of course does not exclude individual Jews from coming to the Savior (Rom 11:26).



3.
Penalty of the law (Rom 8:1; 6:23)

Jesus fulfilled the penalty of the law for all who put their faith in Him. “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:1). Sin’s wage is death (Rom 6:23). Jesus died in the believer’s place, taking their punishment.


B.
Binding relationship (Matt 5:21-22, 27-28)

Though the Christian has had their relationship with the ceremonial, judicial, and penal aspects of the law of God broken they are in a binding relationship with the moral law. This moral law is contained in the Ten Commandments. The moral law is restated and amplified in the New Testament.

For example, as we continue on in the Sermon on the Mount, we hear our Lord restating some of the Commandments and amplifying the meaning. “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable to the hell of fire” (Matt 5:21-22). Contained in the commandment do not murder is the sin of anger, insult and slander.

The same is true of the commandment not to commit adultery. Not only is the physical act sin, but sins of the mind and heart are also included in this command (Matt 5:27-28).



1.
Bound to walk in the Spirit (Rom 8:1-4)


Though freed from the penalty of the law and declared righteous through faith, by the perfect righteousness of Christ, the Christian is commanded to obey the moral law of God. God has freed us from the penalty of the law so that through the Holy Spirit we can obey the righteous requirements of the law. “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit” (Rom 8:1-4). 



B.
Bound sacrifice (Rom 6:12-14; 12:1-2)

The Christian is not free to disobey the law of God; instead he is commanded to be an instrument of righteousness. “Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions. Do not present your members to sin as instruments for unrighteousness, but present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and your members to God as instruments for righteousness. For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace” (Rom 6:12-14).

The Christian is to be bound to the altar as a living sacrifice. “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom 12:1-2).  The child of God is transformed through the Word of God and the will of God is found in His moral law.

II.
The road to greatness

Jesus offered two roads in verse 19. The first is the low road. “Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven.” Disobedience to the moral law of God is to be least in the kingdom. This does not mean a person loses his salvation but that he has a lesser place, whatever that means, in heaven.

The other road is the high road. This is the road of obedience. “Whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.” Obedience is the road to greatness in the kingdom of God. 

We are all teachers. We teach our children. We teach, by example, all we come in contact with. Are your actions, as well as your words teaching others to respect and obey the law of God or do you cause others to relax God’s standards?
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